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The Peruvian Congress has blocked opposition efforts to hold a referendum regarding President
Alberto Fujimori's bid for a third term. The Aug. 27 vote effectively ended the opposition's legal
moves to stop the president's run for an unprecedented third term. It also renewed charges of
authoritarianism and concerns that Fujimori is determined to remain in office. When Fujimori was
first elected in 1990, the Constitution prohibited two consecutive terms. Following Fujimori's selfcoup in April 1992, a Constituent Assembly, heavily weighted with pro-Fujimori delegates, drew up
a new Constitution that allows a second term. Fujimori was re-elected in 1995, and his supporters
soon began promoting a third term, claiming the first term was not covered by provisions of the new
Constitution.
The Fujimori- controlled Congress passed an "authentic interpretation" of the Constitution,
affirming the president's right to run again. In 1996, the Jurado Nacional de Elecciones (JNE) ruled
that Fujimori could not run again. Congress then changed the makeup of the JNE. At the same time,
it created the Oficina Nacional de Procesos Electorales de Peru (ONPE) and the Registro Nacional
de Identificacion y Estado Civil (RENIEC) to limit the JNE's functions (see NotiSur, 06/06/97 and
02/20/98).
The Foro Democratico, which includes opposition political sectors as well as grassroots
organizations, collected more than 1.45 million signatures on a petition calling for a referendum
on whether Fujimori should run again in 2000. In June, the names were turned over to the ONPE.
Referendum gains widespread support When the referendum was first proposed, it had little
popular support because those promoting it were leaders of the traditional political parties that
have suffered a credibility crisis for the past decade. Support grew, however, in direct proportion
to Fujimori's declining popularity. Before he resigned, former prime minister Javier Valle Riestra
promised to call the referendum as soon as the signatures were verified.
At that point, the ONPE called off the verification process, saying the referendum needed the prior
approval of Congress. ONPE director Jose Portillo Campbell said the law that made a petition the
only requirement for a referendum was rescinded two years ago. Angel Delgado Silva, spokesperson
for the Foro Democratico, said the ONPE has become the "cornerstone" in the re-electionist
strategy and in opposing the referendum. After 13 hours of debate, as demonstrators clashed with
police outside, the Fujimori-controlled Congress killed the referendum by a 67 to 45 vote, with one
abstention. The majority had refused to postpone the vote until three opposition deputies who were
out of the country returned. The opposition fell three votes short of the 48 needed to support the
referendum.
The majority "acted according to the script for keeping Fujimori in power," said Daniel Estrada of
the opposition Union por el Peru (UPP). "This is an absolutely immoral act. It is no longer just a
political question, but a perverse lesson because our national values are being degraded." \
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Opposition calls for civic protests
The action set off protests throughout the country with demonstrators demanding respect for
institutions and an end to "electoral fraud." Izquierda Unida (IU) Deputy Javier Diez Canseco
called for "civil resistance and disobedience" and suggested a national strike against Fujimori's
re-election ambitions. The next step "will be to unite...to combat the Fujimori dictatorship," said
Alberto Borea, leader of the Foro Democratico. "Today the democratic resistance was born and we
will work to present a candidate of unity, of consensus, for the 2000 elections." Delgado said the
Foro is beginning a campaign called "Democratic Resistance against the Dictatorship" to call for
the independence of state institutions. Two protests have already been scheduled. The first, Sept.
23, will be coordinated by the Frente Nacional de Estudiantes, and will include the participation of
unions.
On Sept. 30, the Confederacion General de Trabajadores del Peru (CGTP) will organize a protest
that they hope will be the largest anti- government demonstration since Fujimori took office. Public
supports referendum, opposes president In a poll by Analistas y Consultores published Aug. 28,
which was conducted in Lima and the neighboring port city of Callao, 77% of respondents favored
a referendum, with 20% opposed. Many Peruvians believe the congressional majority acted on
orders of the president. In a Imasen poll taken Aug. 30, 63.6% of respondents said cancellation of the
referendum "responded to a presidential order," while 29.7% said it did not. An overwhelming 78%
disapproved of the congressional action. The poll also indicated that Fujimori's approval rating had
dropped to 32.2%, while his disapproval rating climbed to 62.7%.
Ombud Jorge Santiestevan said canceling the referendum will have a "devastating" effect on
Peruvian democracy. He said the action is causing uneasiness among Peruvians who are now
questioning the value of democracy and it becomes impossible for institutions that promote
democracy, such as the Defensoria del Pueblo, to show that it is valuable. Former UN secretary
general Javier Perez de Cuellar said Peru's image outside the country has been seriously damaged
by the authoritarianism of the government. "We cannot enter the 21st century with the residual
authoritarianism that a continuation of this regime in power would signify," said Perez de Cuellar.
He said Fujimori's obsession to hang on to power could destroy all the economic advances and
progress in pacification that have been made in the last eight years. [Source: CNN, 08/27/98;
Associated Press, 08/28/98; Clarin (Argentina), 08/29/98; Reuters, 08/27/98, 08/30/98; Notimex,
08/23/98, 08/27/98, 08/28/98, 09/01/98; Spanish news service EFE, 08/28/98, 08/31/98, 09/01/98; El
Nuevo Herald (Miami), 08/29/98, 09/02/98]
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